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I Met the Devil on the Train
by Cass McGovern
When I was 22, I met Satan on the Illinois
Central’s 7:35 a.m. commuter train on Chicago's
South Side. Spying the locomotive’s headlight at
75th Street meant I had less than two minutes to
spring into the station and buy my weekly ticket.
Commuters were pouring toward the station as if
they were lemmings invited for a spring swim,
slowing down only to flip a nickel onto the metal
plate at the ramshackle newsstand while the mus
tachioed fellow called out the headlines. As the
approaching train's whistle wailed, I ducked under
the black-and-white one-armed gate, hearing the
slap of its full extension behind me and the “ding,
ding, ding” of notification that in moments the
heavy locomotive would pull in for the waiting
crowd at 72nd Street. Taking two at a time, I ran up
the wide and deep black asphalt stairs, flying past
the familiar ticket agent and those waiting in line to
pay the week’s tariff, saying that I would purchase
my weekly ticket on the train, that I needed to make
a connection. I could hear him grumble, perhaps
saying, “The conductor won’t like that.”
I was careful to almost tiptoe once outside the
station’s warming house so my new two-inch-high
red heels would not embed in the platform boards’
ridges. My unbelted trench coat, billowing like a
bumbershoot, scared the gunmetal-gray pigeons
so they maniacally strutted away with heads doing
their forward bobble, red feet splaying in all direc
tions. With a moment to go, I leapt into a railroad
car, happy I wouldn’t miss my nine-thirty class in
a western suburb after catching the El and another
bus. Though I wasn’t in the smoking car, the air
smelled a bit like cigarettes mixed with a mothball
scent from winter coats.
I plunked down in the last vacant seat near the
back, next to a woman who wasn’t one of the regu
lar riders. Being a shy woman, I didn’t talk easily
to anyone, particularly to strangers. My bench-mate
seemed to draw me out with her smile. She had

no reading material —no Daily News folded in the
usual rectangle that considerate riders took the time
to make, no paperback, no study materials like I
had from my graduate program. I didn't have my
required ticket, and she seemed to know it. Most
everyone pulled out a weekly pass and sat down.
The charmer was a woman about my mother’s
age —mid-forties —though my intuition told me
she wasn’t like my mother at all. Her brown-blond
shortish hair was brushed away from her face.
Her smile was broad and mesmeric. She a cobra,
perhaps; I, her prey.
The weekly ticket was about $5.50, as I recall.
I had only a $20 bill and felt embarrassed that I
had been late, dashing onto the train without pay
ing first. I reached into my purse, gold chain slung
over my left shoulder as if I were trying to fish out
the elusive bit of red cardboard. And I sighed. The
cobra picked up that 1didn't have a ticket and said,
“Why don’t you just put your thumb over the date?
Just hand it to the conductor with your thumb over
the dates for last week. He’ll never know.”
“Yes, but I would.”
“He'll never know,” she repeated, leaning in
toward me. “Just your thumb.”
“Oh, I couldn’t do that.” My Libra horoscope
said I was a fair person, and I lived up to that code.
My honesty was a virtue I valued. And yet, my
co-conspirator was charming —like the proverbial
snake —a woman I never saw before or after that
Monday. Why did I listen to her? What power did
she have over me? She looked a tad like the Virgin
Mary, my favorite Catholic character. 1 loved to
sing in grade school, “Bring flowers to the fairest,
bring flowers to the rarest” about the Queen of the
May, and here she was, in the flesh.
“I ’ll give him the twenty dollars. T hat’s
fine.”
“He won’t have change. Just put your thumb
over the date.” I learned that repetition is part of
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her mantra. I learned later in graduate school that
to change a behavior, repetition is one method.
My resolve was wearing thin, and the angst
began. I didn't really want to ask him for change.
He would get mad. I could save that money. I
needed it. What could one ticket hurt in the cosmos
of many? Who would know? The conductor was
coming closer.
“Tick-ETS. Tick-ets, please."
His paper punch was clicking even between
ticket punches, mimicking the click-clack of the
train over the rail joints. I became light-headed.
My hand went back and forth over the surface of
the ticket, like a magician preparing to stupefy an
audience with a sleight-of-hand trick. Should I or

shouldn’t I? I practiced putting my thumb on just
the March dates for Monday to Friday, then off,
then on again. The woman nudged my elbow while
showing me how to present the little red card, her
thumb confidently clenching the side of her ticket
to blank out the dates.
“Tick-ETS! Tick-ets, please.”
He came closer, his round, dark blue cap with
its duck-billed visor popping up between the com
muters at the front of the car, swaying among the
heads and folded newspapers in front of me. I could
hear his punch on every ticket, as if a metronome
were measuring my doom. Finally, he was at our
faded yellow faux-straw bench. I held my hand out,
thumb over the date as instructed. Then the struggle
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began, he pulling gently at first, me pulling back
a little harder.
Caucasian Chalk Circle. Who would let go?
“Ticket, please,” he commanded, eyes jump
ing now from the ticket to my soulful hazel eyes.
It was as if one of the Ten Commandments was
being broken and I knew I shalt never remove my
thumb. I did let go after his third tug.
“This is last week’s ticket.”
“Oh?”
“Do you have this week’s ticket?”
“Uh, I'm sorry, I don’t seem to have it.”
“You have to pay.”
“All I have is a twenty.”
“I’ll get you change.”
He continued down the aisle to the back, still
chanting his slogan. I felt my face burn. My soul
felt as if a tapered talon had scraped a black mark
on my religious chalkboard. A lie. An image of
purgatory’s burning red flames for X number of
days for expiation blazed in my head. Could I pray
this monstrous lie out of my conscience? How
about twenty Hail Mary’s to match the twenty
dollars? I felt that everyone around me knew I
was no good. I hoped no one would report to my
parents. My mother usually caught the 8:12 a.m.
train; what if one of her friends took the earlier
train and witnessed what I did!?
“You wouldn’t think he would have pulled so
hard,” said my compatriot, the instigator-in-crime.
No apology, no sympathy. Does the ringleader ever
fess up? I didn’t have much to say after that. My
face was red, my heart howling.
The Virgin/Devil and I rode in silence until Van
Buren Street, the next-to-the-last stop, where she
stood up, excused herself, and struggled to step
in front of me. I swung my knees into the aisle so
she could exit. I wanted to say something, yet I
was mute.
We pulled into the Randolph Street station,
the last stop in our twenty-minute ride. I was run
ning to catch the El to continue on to Oak Park. I
looke for the conductor, more to avoid him than
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to collect my change. Although $20 was big bucks
in the mid-1960s, perhaps the $14.50 was worth
skipping to save face.
A snarl caught my attention.
“Miss! Miss, over here.”
He had been waiting. I noticed that he was kind
to stand away from the crowd, letting everyone
go by before he began his talk. Though 1 had sat
toward the back, near the exit, 1 was nearly the last
commuter to disembark. I knew that I didn't want
to face him or public scrutiny.
His uniform was as commanding as a police
man’s, nearly a decade before Watergate helped
chisel away our confidence in, our trust in, and our
respect of men in blue.
“I’m surprised that you tried to pass off' last
week’s ticket."
His voice was clipped, not the sing-song drawl
of “Tickets, please.” He had his cap set straight on
his graying hair. The grandfather 1never knew, only
in a disappointed grandfather voice chastising me.
His eyes were like slits, his mouth straight across,
one hand on his hip and the other in a critical-par
ent stance with his forefinger shaking up and down
in front of me. Please, get the crucifix now; I'm
ready to die.
“Yes, I’m sorry.”
I knew it wouldn’t matter if I told him about
the woman. Being sorry was familiar to me in
my twenties, as in, “I’m really sorry.” Mea culpa.
Bless me father, it has been ten years since my last
confession.
He continued to lecture me, holding me there
for maybe five minutes. When he knew I was thor
oughly embarrassed and knew that I would never
do it again on his watch, he gave me the change.
“Don’t let it happen again. I hope you learned
your lesson.”
Yes, never take the 7:35 again. And, for sure,
don’t listen to a strange woman who may be Diablo
in disguise.
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